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Abstract 



F or most high school non-completers, die GED® credential provides a bridge to postsecondary education, 
but little is known about how successfully GED Test candidates make that transition and whether 
enrollment rates change with time. The American Council on Education (ACE) has begun a three-year 
longitudinal study to understand the effect of the GED credential on postsecondary enrollment, 
persistence, and completion. This study reports the latest data available from a 2003 cohort of GED 
candidates who tested shortly after the introduction of the current 2002 Series GED Tests. 



This study is in support of a new effort to transition adults without a high school diploma to the GED creden- 
tial and career and college readiness via accelerated learning. The initiative is a comprehensive, multiyear 
program designed to dramatically increase the numbers of individuals who earn the GED credential. It consists 
of three key components: education and preparation; enhanced career- and college-ready assessment aligned 
with the Common Core State Standards and enhanced credentialing process; and connections and transition 
services to postsecondary education and career opportunities. 

The 148,649 GED Test passers in the 2003 cohort study attended 2,787 postsecondary institutions throughout 
the United States. The vast majority of students who had passed the GED Test initially enrolled in colleges 
offering programs of two years or fewer; 77.8 percent enrolled in public two-year or fewer-than-two-year 
institutions. The majority of passers in the 2003 cohort who enrolled in postsecondary institutions enrolled 
within the first three years after passing the test (i.e. , 2003, 2004, or 2005) and tended to take their time to 
progress in postsecondary programs, perhaps at a less consistent pace than other adult learners. A majority 
(66.6 percent) who enrolled maintained enrollment for two or more semesters, yet only 11.8 percent of 2003 
passers who enrolled graduated from a postsecondary program by September 2009- 

Major findings of interest in this first year of a three-year study reflect a positive relationship between the GED 
credential and entering postsecondary education. Findings of predictive survival analyses for event occurrence 
of postsecondary enrollment and graduation are presented in this report. Other results include comparisons 
between postsecondary institutions that GED credential recipients attend and postsecondary institutions in 
general, and between GED credential recipients and traditional high school graduates. A discussion of findings 
and their implications for future longitudinal research follow. 
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ABSTRACT 



Executive Summary 



INTRODUCTION 

R esearch shows that completing a high 

school education and pursuing a post- 
secondary degree are key to an individu- 
al’s economic advancement and expanded 
social opportunities. For many adults 
who don’t finish high school, the GED credential 1 
provides a bridge to postsecondary education, but 
how successfully do they make that transition? GED 
Testing Service® (GEDTS) research has found that 
approximately 60 percent of GED passers report fur- 
ther education as a reason for testing, but do they 
follow up on their aspirations? 

The American Council on Education (ACE) has 
begun a three-year longitudinal study to learn about 
the effect of the GED credential on postsecondary 
enrollment, persistence, and completion in the GED 
population. The findings presented here represent 
results from the first year of the project. Through this 
work, which has never been done at a national level, 
we seek to establish a baseline to measure the effec- 
tiveness of the new initiative. This new effort aims 
to transition adults without a high school diploma to 
a more rigorous GED credential that certifies career 
and college readiness via accelerated learning. 

This initiative has been developed in response to 
President Obama’s call for an increase in adults with 
college degrees by the year 2020. 

The initiative is a comprehensive, multiyear initiative 
designed to dramatically increase the numbers of 
individuals who earn the GED credential. It consists 
of three key components: education and preparation; 
enhanced career- and college-ready assessment 
aligned with the Common Core State Standards and 
enhanced credentialing process; and connections and 
transition services to postsecondary education and career 
opportunities. GEDTS will partner with instructional 



providers to build an integrated approach that focuses 
on accelerated development of core academic 
competencies for postsecondary success. Once can- 
didates are prepared to test, they will likely take a 
computer-based test that aligns content with emerg- 
ing national standards and provides colleges and 
employers with accurate information about the skill 
levels of credential recipients. Throughout prepara- 
tion and after testing, they will have access to tools 
designed to point them to local educational and 
support resources and link them to a community 
of adult learners and educators who can help them 
realize their educational and career goals. 

The data on postsecondary experiences will be 
critical for decision making for the initiative, as we 
identify how adults with GED credentials persist (or 
don't persist) in postsecondary education and what 
factors are associated with postsecondary comple- 
tion. The results of our research also will inform the 
broader postsecondary community of expected post- 
secondary outcomes of adults with GED credentials 
and the support they need to continue in community 
colleges, technical colleges, and other postsecond- 
ary institutions. Specific findings that will be of use 
to state policy makers include the types of programs 
in which adults with GED credentials tend to enroll, 
whether they enroll in postsecondary education in 
the same state where they tested, whether their cho- 
sen majors reflect high-demand fields, and the types 
of services that promote student persistence. 

Nearly 40 million U.S. adults aged 16 and older lack 
a high school diploma or GED credential (ACE, 

2009). At the same time, a substantial gap exists in 
federal and state efforts toward the recruitment of 
adults into postsecondary education, with most effort 
going toward recruitment via the traditional pipeline 
of graduating high school seniors (Council for Adult 
and Experiential Learning [CAEL], 2008; Reder, 2007). 



1 Virtually all candidates who pass the GED Test — that is, meet their jurisdiction’s minimum score requirements — receive a 
GED credential, unless the jurisdiction in which they test has additional requirements for receiving the credential (ACE, 2009). 
Throughout this paper, we use the term GED passer to identify GED Test candidates who tested and passed as a prerequisite to 
receiving a GED credential. 
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One way to close the gap is to focus more resources 
on individuals who pursue a GED credential and 
then enter postsecondary education. 2 

Since 1942, more than 17 million adults have passed 
the GED Test (ACE, 2009). Approximately 60 percent 
of candidates cited educational reasons for taking the 
GED Test (ACE, 2009), but many do not continue 
their education due to adverse life circumstances or 
other barriers, 3 even though participants in post- 
secondary experiences tend to show modest increases 
in earnings and graduates show even more. 4 They 
also may delay enrollment in postsecondary education. 5 
Individuals with GED credentials need sufficient time 
after testing to make the decision and prepare to 
enroll in postsecondary programs (Boudett, Murnane, 
& Willett, 2000; Reder, 2007), many of whom tend to 
participate in a two-year program. 6 

Another important observation is that few enrollees 
complete the first year of postsecondary education 
or a degree program. 7 Previous studies show that 
GED credential recipients are more likely to enroll 
in postsecondary education than dropouts (Murnane, 
Willett, & Boudett, 1997), even with the availability 
of open admissions for both. 

The number of GED credential recipients currently 
pursuing postsecondary education across the coun- 
try remains unclear (CAEL, 2008; Maralani, 2006; 

Ou, 2008). One reason for the lack of clarity is the 
absence of large-scale national studies on the specific 
population of GED credential recipients; an earlier 
GEDTS study of postsecondary enrollment of GED 
examinees included responses from only 647 randomly 
selected GED Test candidates (Behai, 1983). Before 
the 2002 Series GED Tests, it was impossible to fol- 
low the postsecondary educational paths of GED 
credential recipients at a national level because indi- 
vidual-level data were not collected nationally. With 
the current availability of individual-level demograph- 
ic, testing, and postsecondary data on GED candidates 



(Patterson, Song, & Zhang, 2009), a national large- 
scale, longitudinal study is now possible. 

In summary, research indicates that the GED cre- 
dential provides a pathway into postsecondary 
education, and finishing even a short-term program 
offers important economic benefits to GED creden- 
tial recipients. To begin our longitudinal study, we 
looked at the experiences of the 2003 cohort of GED 
passers as a foundation. We compared postsecond- 
ary institutions that GED credential recipients chose 
to attend with postsecondary institutions in general, 
and compared the 2003 cohort of GED passers with 
traditional high school graduates. 

We matched 2003 data on 540,031 adults from the 
GEDTS International Database (IDB) with post- 
secondary enrollment and completion records as 
of September 2009 from the National Student 
Clearinghouse (NSC), a nonprofit organization estab- 
lished in the early 1990s to serve the higher educa- 
tion community. NSC serves as a repository for data 
from approximately 3,000 postsecondary institutions 8 
and currently holds records for 93 percent of the 
total postsecondary student enrollment in the nation. 
Using IDB and NSC data, we matched 188,243 adults 
who enrolled in postsecondary programs between 
2003 and September 2009. We conducted descriptive 
analyses, predictive survival analyses, comparisons 
with institutional data from IPEDS (an institutional 
postsecondary database from the National Center for 
Educational Statistics-NCES/IPEDS, 2004), and com- 
parisons with traditional high school graduate data 
from the national Beginning Postsecondary Students 
Longitudinal Study (NCES/BPS, 2004). 

In the first chapter of this report, we present our 
research questions, related literature review, data 
sources, and methods. The second and third chapters 
provide descriptive statistics to capture the general 
trend of enrollment, persistence, and completion 
of postsecondary education for the 2003 cohort of 
GED passers, as well as relevant subgroups defined 



2 See Behai, 1983; CAEL, 2008; Duke & Ganzglass, 2007; Reder, 2007. 

3 See Behai, 1983; Maralani, 2006; Reder, 1999; Tyler, 2003. 

4 See Georges, 2001; Lofstrum & Tyler, 2005; Murnane, Willett, & Boudett, 1999; Song & Hsu, 2008. 

5 See Behai, 1983; Ou, 2008; Patterson, Song, & Zhang, 2009. 

6 See Ou, 2008; Patterson, Song, & Zhang, 2009. 

7 See Council for Advancement of Adult Literacy [CAAL], 2008; Duke & Ganzglass, 2007; Murnane, Willett, & Tyler, 2000; 
Patterson, Song, & Zhang, 2009; Reder, 1999; Tyler, 2003- 

8 The number of GED credential recipients who enroll in postsecondary education may be undeneported. However, the percentage 
of enrollment that could not be matched through the NSC database is approximately 7 percent of all postsecondary students, 
and GED credential recipients represent only a fraction of that 7 percent. 
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